In many human societies, dogs have played an important role as hunting companions. Despite evidence from archaeological (1) and ethnographic (2) contexts that male dogs receive preferential treatment, little research exists on the effect of sex and age on the hunting ability of dogs. The results of this study indicate that, controlling for variation in hunting opportunities, male dogs and older dogs are associated with greater harvests in an indigenous Nicaraguan community. Talented dogs apparently do not receive a more nutritious diet, however. Combined with the high mortality rates, the considerable heterogeneity of hunting ability suggests that relying on dogs as a source of hunted meat in small-scale societies may increase the risk of shortfalls because households frequently lack talented hunting dogs.
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During 1 y (2004 to 2005) in a community of indigenous Nicaraguan horticulturalists, the lead author and local research assistants documented the harvest of all hunted game by using a questionnaire that allowed hunters to credit the dogs that contributed to the capture of each animal. A census provided demographic data on the dogs, and the time that each dog spent on trips beyond the limits of the community was estimated through observation. At the end of the 2004-2005 study, informants were recruited for a ranking exercise in which they were asked to rank 34 adult dogs in order of hunting ability by means of photographs. During a follow-up study in 2008, the informants again ranked the adult dogs in the community. These rankings were compared with nitrogen-based and carbonbased isotopic data from hair samples of the dogs, which provided information about their consumption of meat and maize, respectively.
A multivariate analysis of the log-transformed harvest from 27 dogs for which we have time allocation data indicates that, controlling for variation in the time spent potentially hunting, male dogs and older dogs are significantly associated with greater harvests ( Table 1) . For example, our predictions suggest that, for 3-y-old dogs that spend 20% of their time outside of the community, males will contribute to harvests of 15.7 kg per month, whereas females will contribute 5.8 kg per month. The informant rankings indicate that residents largely agree on the relative hunting ability of the dogs, and the rankings are highly correlated with the harvest data. The rankings additionally indicate that dogs from the same household display comparable skill.
The informant rankings from the follow-up study in 2008 again show high agreement and provide a measure of hunting ability for a sample of 18 dogs. Subsequent analysis indicates that the aggregated rankings are not significantly associated with the consumption of meat or maize. In other words, the data seem to indicate that talented hunting dogs do not necessarily receive a more nutritious diet from their owners.
Anthropologists have frequently emphasized the importance of hunting for the domestication and ubiquitous ownership of dogs in human societies (3) . This study suggests that, although dogs can be quite advantageous for hunting in many settings (4), the contributions of dogs vary considerably. Documented preferences for male dogs may stem from their greater potential as hunting companions. The age-related delay in peak hunting ability may explain the consumption of dogs in some societies shortly after they reach adult size (5) . That is, owners of 1-y-old dogs might choose to eat their dogs rather than wait several years for the dogs to improve as hunting companions. Combined with the high mortality of adult dogs in preindustrial settings (1) , which often stems from malnutrition or attacks by other animals, the heterogeneity of hunting ability suggests that households that rely on dogs for hunting may exhibit greater year-to-year variance in acquiring hunted game than do households that rely on other kinds of hunting weaponry and accessories. Without mechanisms to buffer the shortfalls associated with these fluctuations, the reliance on hunting dogs is likely to be limited for societies in which hunted meat is an essential resource. Such considerations have received little previous attention in anthropological debates about the role of hunting dogs in small-scale societies. All coefficients significant at P < 0.05.
